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Shavuot Seder
Leader: Seven weeks after the second day of Passover is the festival of Shavuot (pronounced Sh-vu-oat), also called The Feast of Weeks.  In biblical times, the period of counting seven weeks marked the transition from the very first grain crop (barley) of early spring at Passover to the beginning of the summer grain (wheat) harvest at Shavuot. 
Reader: Shavuot is also the beginning of the fruit season. On this day, says the Talmud, judgment is pronounced on the fruit, whether it will ripen well or whether the crop will fail. For this reason offerings were brought to the Temple of the fruit which had just begun to ripe. Shavuot is also called the Festival of the First Fruits, Chag a-Bikkurim.  

Reader: Along with Passover and Sukkot, the holiday of Shavuot is one of the three pilgrimage festivals, the times when Jews would travel to the Temple in Jerusalem. On Shavuot, the Jews would make their way to the Temple, carrying on their shoulders their baskets full of fresh fruit. Their progress was accompanied by the joyful notes of flutes, to lighten their hearts. The rich brought their gifts in baskets of gold and silver and the poor in baskets made from willow branches, but even the king himself carried his basket on his shoulder into the Temple like the rest of the people. At the Temple they were to go to the priest in charge, who set the basket down in front of the altar. The Jews were then to recite:

Reader: "A wandering Aramean was my father, and he went down into Egypt, and sojourned there, few in number; and he became there a nation, great, mighty, and populous. And the Egyptians dealt ill with us, and afflicted us, and laid upon us hard bondage. And we cried to the Lord, the God of our fathers, and the Lord heard our voice, and saw our affliction, and our toil, and our oppression. And the Lord brought us forth out of Egypt with a mighty hand, and with an outstretched arm, and with great terribleness, and with signs, and with wonders. And God has brought us into this place, and has given us this land, a land flowing with milk and honey. And now, behold, I have brought the first of the fruit of the land, that You, O Lord, have given me. (Deuteronomy, chapter 26:5-10)”

Reader: The Jews bowed low to God, and then feasted, together with the priests and strangers, the bounty that God had given them.
Eat some fresh fruit.

Reader: After the Temple's destruction in 70 CE, the nature of the holiday changed, and it began to be associated with the Revelation at Sinai. The rabbis determined that the Revelation at Sinai coincided with Shavuot. 
Reader: The first Shavuot took place 49 days after the Israelites left Egypt…49 days after the first Pesach.   The Jews had arrived at Mount Sinai, and Moses had gone upon the mountain top to meet with God.  It was there on that first Shavuot that God gave the Torah to Moses. Shavuot occurs seven weeks of seven days after Passover, and links the liberation of our people from Egypt to the giving of the Torah by God on Mount Sinai. 

Reader: The holiday of Shavuot celebrates God's gift of the Torah to the Jewish people. Shavuot is known as Zman Matan Torateinu, the Time of the Giving of the Torah. 
Reader: Why is Shavuot referred to as "The Time of the Giving of the Torah and not "The Time of the Receiving of the Torah?” Because the time of the giving of the Torah was only at Mount Sinai, whereas the time of the receiving of the Torah is every day.
Reader: This Haggadah for Shavuot is a recounting of the event at Mount Sinai, when all of Israel stood together to hear God’s words and receive our most sacred text, the Torah.
Reader: Our story begins the third month after the Exodus from Egypt. The Israelites had been walking by day and camping by night. The exhilaration of escaping from Egypt was wearing off. Already they were forgetting their song of joy at the Sea of Reeds. They were beginning to grumble and complain. They were hungry and thirsty. And even though God provided them with manna to eat and fresh spring water to drink, they were grouchy and unmanageable.

Reader: Then Moses’ father-in-law, Yitro, gave him some good advice, and Moses chose wise people to lead the group so that they could settle day-to-day disputes and Moses could tend to the weightier issues. At least for now, the Israelites began to get along better.

Reader: The Israelites entered the wilderness of Sinai and encamped there in front of the mountain.
Reader: Today we gather to recall the moment at Mount Sinai when our ancestors stood together. 

Reader: There was thunder and lightning, fire and a dense cloud upon the mountain.
Reader:  A very loud blast of the horn, the shofar, was sounded.  

Reader:  All the people who were in the camp trembled. 

Reader:  Moses went up Mount Sinai to receive the Torah from God.


The Four Questions
Leader: Why was the Torah given on Mount Sinai?

Reader: The Torah was given to Israel publicly in a place which belonged to no person. If it had been given in the land of Israel, Jews might have said to the peoples of the earth: "You have no portion of the Torah." And for this reason it was given publicly and in a place which belonged to no person. Anyone who wishes to accept the Torah is welcome to do so.
Leader:  Why did God choose to give the Torah to the Jewish people?

Reader:  When God appeared to give Israel the Torah, God

appeared not to Israel alone, but to all the nations. First, God went to the descendants of Esau and said to them, "Will you accept the Torah?" They said, "What is in it?" God said, "You shall not murder.” They replied, "Murderers are who we are and who our ancestor was, for the blessing of our ancestor, Esau, was ‘By your sword shall you live. (Genesis. 27:40).’”
Reader: God went to the Ishmaelites and said to them, "Will you accept the Torah?" They said, "What is in it?" God said to them, "You shall not steal." They replied, “How shall we accept it?  Stealing is who we are. The heritage of our ancestor, Ishmael, was: "He shall be a savage man, and his hand shall be against every man. (Genesis 16:12)’”
Reader: And so it was that God went to every nation asking if they would accept the Torah....

Reader: Finally, the Israelites came and accepted it with one voice: "All that that God has said, we shall do and we shall obey."
Leader:  Did anyone protest that God chose to give the Torah to the Jews? 
Reader: As soon as the angels saw Moses come up, they appeared to be in distress. One of the angels spoke for all the others saying, "O God, what is this man of earth, this Moses, doing here? Why has he come?"

Reader: God answered and said to them, "Moses has come up to receive the Torah for humans on earth."

Reader: The angels were still troubled. A second angel addressed God, saying, "Our God, You cannot be serious about this! Will You give so precious a treasure to humans? Are they worthy of it? Few have been the humans who have not sinned in their lifetime. Will they, can they, live up to what is written in the Torah?"

Reader: God turned to Moses and said to him, "Speak to the angels, Moses. Answer the questions they ask. Tell them what humans need." Moses turned to God and asked, "O God, what are the most important words written in the Torah?" God said to Moses, "The Ten Commandments are the most important laws written. The first commandment says, ‘I am the Lord, your God, Who took you out of the Land of Egypt, out of the place of slavery.’"

Reader: Moses then spoke to the angels saying, "You are angels who dwell in heaven. Have you been slaves in Egypt? No! Humans were slaves in Egypt. The Torah is for them." The angels could not argue against this for, indeed, there were no slaves among them.

Reader: "What else is written in the Torah?" Moses asked. God said, "You shall have no gods besides Me." 

Reader: Moses spoke to the angels, "You angels know that there is one God in all the universe. On earth there are those who worship idols made of wood or clay or gold or copper. They must learn to be faithful to one God only."

Reader: "What else is written in the commandments?" asked Moses. "Remember the Sabbath to keep it holy." Moses said, "Angels do not labor in heaven. For you every day is the Sabbath day. Many humans still have to learn that unless they rest at least one day in seven they will become slaves again. No, not for the angels the Torah was written."

Reader: God said, "In the Torah it is written, ‘Honor your father and your mother!’" Again Moses addressed the angels, saying, "You have no mother or father to honor. On earth humans must learn to honor the mother and father else they would neglect them in old age."

Reader: The angels stood silent, while Moses continued speaking to them as he heard God utter the commandments one after the other, "Do not kill; do not steal; do not commit adultery; do not covet."

Reader: "Angels do not kill," said Moses. "Angels do not steal. Angels do not wish for things that belong to others. On earth there are humans who do all these things. It is for them that the Torah with its commandments is written. It is for them that God wishes to send this precious treasure that they may study it, and learn from it, and live according to it. Should they do so, they may become ‘little lower than the angels.’"

Reader: Moses spoke these words, then remained silent. All remained silent. At last one of the angels spoke up and said, “Humans need the Torah more than we do. Let Moses have the Torah for humankind. Go Moses, take this Torah to the humans on earth and may God's blessing go with you." Then Moses received the Torah. He descended to earth holding humanity’s greatest treasure.
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Leader: What guarantee did God have that the Jewish people would follow the teachings of the Torah?
Reader: When Moses went up on Mount Sinai to speak with God, the people of Israel waited below for Moses to return.

Reader: The Israelites were very anxious. They wondered what God would say to Moses. When they saw Moses coming down the mountain, they turned to him eagerly and, as they looked at his face, they saw that he was sad.

Reader: "What has happened?" they asked him.

Reader: Moses spoke to them and said, "God wishes to give us a most wonderful gift, a precious thing."

Reader: Excitedly, the people asked, "What is this gift?"

Reader: "It is called the Torah," Moses said. "In the Torah there are stories which teach us how God wishes us to live."

Reader: "There are laws in it also, laws which teach us how to live  peacefully with our neighbors so that a human will love his fellow humans. The Torah will teach us how to live as free people, so that we will never have to be slaves again."

Reader: The people remembered Egyptian bondage under Pharaoh. They did not wish to be slaves again. They wanted to be free. They wished to live in peace. Truly, they thought, God's Torah is a great gift.

Reader: But Moses was still sad.

Reader: "Why are you unhappy, Moses?" the people asked.

Reader: Moses sat upon a rock at the foot of the mountain. "God will not give us this gift of Torah unless we promise God something in return. We must offer God a "guarantee."

Reader: Then the people too were sad. "What have we to offer in exchange for such precious gift?" one man asked another." A gift like this is worth empires, and we are a poor people in the desert. Now we will never have the gift of Torah."

Reader: But the women of Israel came to Moses and said, "We have bracelets with rubies and rings with diamonds. We have precious necklaces and pins. We will give them all to God in exchange for the Torah."

Reader: So Moses went up the mountain again and spoke with God. But when he returned, he was still sad.

Reader:  Moses told the people, "God has said that the Torah is more precious than all the rubies and diamonds in the world. The Torah is so bright that it will light the souls of men. Not even a thousand diamonds can do that!"

Reader: Then the people sat on the sand of the desert and thought.

Reader: All night long the people thought, and when the sun came up they had an idea. "We will offer God our great leaders, Moses and Aaron, as a guarantee for the Torah. Surely God will accept the loyalty of Moses and Aaron in exchange for this wonderful gift."

Reader: So Moses went up Mount Sinai again. But again he was sad when he returned.

Reader: God told Moses that God cannot accept Moses and Aaron as guarantee. They have already pledged their loyalty to God.
Reader: Now in the camp of the Israelites there was an old man whose wisdom was great. When this wise man heard Moses’ words, he rose and spoke to the people.

Reader: "God has offered us God’s most precious possession, the Torah. Now we must offer God our most precious possession. If a human could choose only one thing in all the world to be his own, would he choose precious jewels? No. Would he choose an honored leader? No. Would he choose money? No. What would he choose if he had only one choice – his children!"

Reader: Then the people turned to Moses. "Yes!" they cried out. "We will offer children as a guarantee for the Torah. If God will give us the Torah, we will teach it faithfully to our children. And our children will teach it to their children. What could be a better guarantee?"

Reader: So Moses went up the mountain again to speak with God. And when he came down, he was carrying the tablets, the Torah which God had given him.

Reader: Moses stood before all the people of Israel and said: "God has given us the Torah. Our children will be God’s guarantee.  God said that all humans are God’s children, and the children of all humans are precious to God." Then the people of Israel thanked God by studying the Torah, and they have kept their promise by teaching the Torah to their children.”

Together:  “And your children shall be taught about God, and great shall be the peace of Your children.”

Leader: It is only appropriate that children should start the study of the Torah on the anniversary of the day on which it was given.
Reader: On Shavuot the child was brought by his parent to the House of Study. There the rabbi would bring a small board with all the letters of the Alef--Bet written on it; the rabbi would recite all the Hebrew letters one by one, and the child would repeat each letter.
Rabbi: Then, the rabbi would smear the board with honey and make the child lick it, after which the child was given sweet cakes called "Mount Sinai Cakes."  The child was told that the Torah is as sweet as honey and cake.

Together: May the words of Torah always be sweet in our mouths.

Leader lifts the challah with both hands and everyone recites:
Baruch ata Adonai, Eloheinu melech ha-olam, homotzi lechem min haaretz.
Baruch atah Adonai, Eloheinu melech ha-olam, shehecheyanu v’kiy’manu v’higiyanu laz’man hazeh.

Blessed are You, our Eternal God, ruler of the universe, Who has given us life, sustained us, and brought us to this day.
Pass the challah and honey. Instruct each person to dip a piece of challah into the honey and eat it.

Leader: What a day! On this very day, exactly forty-nine days after the first day of Passover, exactly seven weeks—seven times seven days—the Israelites stood together at the foot of Mount Sinai and were changed forever. Today we remember that we are the descendants of those who stood at Mount Sinai.

Reader: We, the descendants of those who stood at Mount Sinai, have gathered together to relive a moment when all Jews were given the Torah.

Reader: Our tradition teaches that it was not only the Jews of the Exodus who witnessed God’s revelation at Mount Sinai.  We, too, were there.  It is as if we are the very Israelites who left Egypt, wandered in the wilderness, and then gathered at Mount Sinai.

Reader: We were all there, the midrash tells us, every soul that was alive at the time and every soul that was yet to be born. In retelling the story, may we experience once again what it is to be present at Mount Sinai, hearing the words of God.

Reader: We have stood together and received God’s teaching.

Reader: We have sat together and studied God’s word.

Reader: We have eaten together and shared God’s bounty.

Reader: Now may we, created in God’s image, embraced by God’s love, guided by God’s teaching, continue to learn and live the words of the Torah.

Reader: May each and every experience of our lives provide us with a new opportunity to live by the teachings of the Torah. 
Reader: We were given Torah just once, but we continually accept the Torah into our lives by:

Reader: Making a decision based on Jewish values.
Reader: Reciting a Jewish prayer.
Reader: Making a conscious effort to better the world.
Reader: Following the Ten Commandments.
Leader: God spoke all these words, saying:

I am your Eternal God who brought you out of the land of Egypt, the house of bondage: You shall have no other gods besides Me.

Reader: You shall not make for yourself a sculptured image,

or any likeness of what is in the heavens above, or on the earth below, or in the waters under the earth. You shall not bow down to them or serve them.

Reader: You shall not swear falsely by the name of the Eternal your God; For the Eternal will not clear one who swears falsely by God’s name.

Reader: Remember the Sabbath day and keep it holy. Six days you shall labor and do all your work, but the seventh day is a Sabbath of the Eternal your God.
Reader: Honor your father and your mother.

Reader: You shall not murder.

Reader: You shall not commit adultery.

Reader: You shall not steal.

Reader: You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor.

Reader: You shall not covet your neighbor’s house: You shall not covet your neighbor’s wife, or his male or female slave, or his ox or his ass, or anything that is your neighbor’s.

Reader: The Ten Commandments begins with “I am your Eternal God” and concludes with “anything that is your neighbor’s” to teach that mitzvot that are between the individual and God and those that are between one person and another are connected, dependent, and attached to one another. The existence of each commandment is not possible without any of the others.

The pieces of the tablets of the Ten Commandments are to be hidden and the children are asked to search for the pieces and put them together into a Ten Commandment puzzle.

Leader: Moses came down Mount Sinai and summoned the people and shared all the words that God had commanded him. 
Reader: All the people answered as one, saying, “All that the Eternal has spoken we will do!” And Moses brought back the people’s words to God.

Reader: “All the people answered as one.” They did not give this answer with hypocrisy, nor did they get it one from the other, but they all made up their minds and said, “All that the Eternal has spoken we will do!”

Reader: On that day, Israel accepted, not only the Ten Commandments, but all the teachings of the Torah.
Reader: There are 613 commandments or mitzvot in the Torah. 
Reader: Once the Jews accepted the Torah, they became aware of  the laws of kosher. But since they were not yet familiar with the laws regarding animal slaughter, they ate dairy.
Reader:  May the words of Torah be sweet in our mouths, like milk and honey, and in the mouths of all God’s people.
Dip fruit into yogurt and honey
Reader: God, we give thanks for the joy of learning the Torah,
For the love of teaching and being taught,
For the Torah that connects us to You,
And to each other.
Through the Torah Your wisdom is near to us,
In our hearts and in our mouths,
In our hands and in our lives,
So that we may teach it to each other,
With humility and love.
Bringing new light to Your people Israel.
Reader:  As the descendants of the men and women who stood at Mount Sinai, who took upon themselves to follow the teachings of the Torah, we repeat the sacred words of their pledge and commit ourselves to the eternal truths by which our people have lived.
Together: “All that the Eternal has spoken we will do!”

Sing together:  Am Yisrael chai. 
        Od avinu chai.


(The people of Israel lives.  Our God yet lives)

Sing together:   Hineih mah tov u’mah na-im 


shevet achim gam yachad.       

 (How good it is that we dwell together.)                            

